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Abstract 
Despite growing attention, social values, compared to economic aspects, of information technology 
(IT) capture substantially less attention in the mainstream IT literature. In the context of mobile 
technology, social values might be as critical to help justify technology investment as the predominant 
economics perspective in the existing IT literature. As wireless networks and relevant mobile 
technologies continue to penetrate the global society and business world, an emerging social 
phenomenon rapidly reshapes how organizations interact with the technology and reposition 
themselves in their specific institutional context where organizations often develop networked alliance 
to compete against one another. This study thus seeks to shed light on how organizations make sense 
of the social aspects of wireless network implementation. Preliminary understanding derived from two 
higher education organizations’ experiences is summarized. Implications for future research 
endeavor are suggested.  




1.  INTRODUCTION 
Wireless networks and mobile technology have gained phenomenal attention among practitioners 
recently. One could easily gather thousands of web pages for relevant information. Some emerging 
topics included wireless chips and smart services, sensor networks and smart devices, various forms 
of emerging wireless communications, ubiquitous apartments where everything (i.e. home appliances, 
consumer electronics, and mobile communications) is controlled and connected online, growing 
communications chips that would soon vanish existing wireless tools, and a seemingly RFID (Radio 
Frequency Identification) tag injected into a club patron’s arms for entry and purchasing records 
(Anonymous, 2007).   
Despite practitioners’ increasing interests in mobile phenomena, most attention in the research 
community was paid to technological factors and/or economic operations. The former focused on 
wireless connectivity (Palen, 2002), network security (Rubin, 2003), and technology capability 
(McKinion, et al., 2004) while the latter emphasised productivity (Fiser, 2004), efficiency (Giaglis, et 
al., 2004), and financial gains (Charny, 2005). The social values of mobile technology were rarely 
examined and little understanding about how organisations were influenced by these intangible, non-
quantifiable forces was gained. The purpose of this investigation thus sets out to shorten this 
underlying knowledge gap. Specific research questions inquired include, “What social values an 
organisation could gain from mobile technology?” and “How does an organisation experience those 
social values in its institutional context?”  
Among a variety of mobile technology, our investigation specifically focuses on wireless networks 
because unlike many mobile technologies that only concerns end user experiences wireless networks 
are often related to and better represent organisational perspectives. The rapid development of 
wireless network standards and protocols further complicates the greater technology environment and 
in turn an organisation’s realisation of social and institutional values under examination. In an 
institutional field where organisations often act and interact with one another to seek better 
recognition and reputation and in turn greater survival and success opportunity (DiMaggio & Powell, 
1983), our research investigation could provide an alternative perspective to help an organisation 
make sense of its investment in mobile technology. The justification of IT investment and wireless 
network implementation in particular could then go beyond traditional economic perspective and take 
intangible social values into consideration.  
 
2. LITERATURE REVIEW 
Over the years, the information technology (IT) research community has tended to promote the 
economic values of IT such as efficiency (Thatcher & Oliver, 2001), effectiveness (Mitra & Chaya, 
1996), and productivity (Kelly, 1994). The social dimension of IT values has been largely overlooked 
(Christiaanse & Huigen, 1997). Nevertheless, to better understand and evaluate the significance of 
technology, social and contextual understanding is essential (Smithson & Hirschheim, 1998) and 
could enhance the explanatory power of technology implementation (King, et al., 1994). In the 
institutional context where an organisation’s action is often influenced by its institutional members in 
the field (Goodstein, 1994; Slack & Hinings, 1994) or in a technology environment such as wireless 
network industry where rapid technology development raised various uncertainty issues (Housley & 
Arbaugh, 2003; Varshney & Jain, 2001), an organisation’s social understanding of information 
technology would be particularly significant because it could help an organisation reconsider its IT 
and mobile technology investment and its strategic and technologic position in the competitive field.  
2.1 Institutional Perspective 
Institutional theorists has argued over time that organisations situated in an institutional field often act 
to gain legitimacy and the social and cultural fitness of the field (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983). To 
survive in a competitive field, an organisation has to first obtain institutional recognition (Lawrence, 
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1999; Oliver, 1991; Scott, 1987). The benefits of gaining social  and cultural fitness might not be 
easily explained by or converted to concrete economic calculation and are often described as myths or 
rituals in organisations (Meyer & Rowan, 1977). However, the social and cultural values that could 
help organisations to cope with these complex institutional factors often urge them to move to a 
similar structure (Dirsmith, et al., 2000). In an institutional field where technology is constantly 
changing and the environment is often uncertain, the motivation behind organisations’ isomorphic 
action is, thus, often for gaining social values in general and legitimacy in particular, as is clearly 
illustrated by DiMaggio and Powell (1983): 
The major factors that organisations must take into account are other organisations. 
Organisations compete not just for resources and customers, but for political power and 
institutional legitimacy, for social as well as economic fitness (p. 150). 
 
In the IT literature, empirical studies have also paid increasing attention to the significance of social 
fitness and institutional legitimacy derived from IT investments. For instance, in investigating 
institutional dimensions in IT implementation, Christiaanse and Huigen (1997) suggested that cultural 
biases and structural order, along with economic driving forces, would influence the implementation 
of inter-organisational systems. Other social and institutional factors that organisations might need to 
take into consideration in their IT innovation include institutional intervention (King, et al., 1994) and 
national culture (Jarvenpaa & Leidner, 1998). In the management literature, other social and 
institutional factors that are increasingly discussed include isomorphic pressures (Goodstein, 1994; 
Slack & Hinings, 1994), legitimacy (Brown, 1995; Human & Provan, 2000), and power and authority 
(Dacin, 1997). Some typical business practices that could help manifest these social and institutional 
forces include institutional networks (Westphal, et al., 1997), professional associations (Greenwood, 
et al., 2002), social network/affiliations (Davies & Koza, 2001), and interorganisational 
professionalisation (Lounsbury, 2002).  
Despite the literature’s growing interests, these notions have not yet been applied to understanding an 
organisation’s practice of mobile technology, particularly in the institutional context in which the 
organisation resides and survives. Based on a case study, our investigation seeks to understand what 
social values might emerge from organisations’ practice of mobile technology and how organisations 
might make sense of those social values in the institutional landscape in which they are situated. In 
particular, we view social values in a broad sense that is in contrast to economic values rooted in 
rational choice theory which emphasizes that organizations act upon their purposive maximization of 
economic outcomes. In other words, social values are non-economic benefits or welfares that are not 
easily quantified and often intangible in the social or institutional context in which the organizations 
reside and compete. For instance, when an organization utilises wireless technology to improve its 
customer services and reshape its organisational status in the marketplace, it is difficult to quantify the 
exact amount of economic benefits but there is no doubt about its clear advancement in the 
institutional context. Similarly, social values are also realised when an organisation implements 
wireless networks to renovate its existing organisational culture that has little immediate economic 
impacts but could enhance an organisation’s long term survival.   
 
3 CASE STUDY METHODOLOGY 
Since we seek to entangle intangible social values that are often overlooked by organisations and 
practitioners, the investigation inevitably concern deeper meaning embedded in the research context. 
A case study research methodology involves multiple organisational sites would thus better serve the 
purpose of our research inquiry. It is widely agreed that case study research is the most commonly 
adopted qualitative methodology in the IT literature (Chen & Hirschheim, 2004; Orlikowski & 
Baroudi, 1991). It is generally known as a research strategy that suits investigations which focus on 
understanding the dynamics within particular settings (Eisenhardt, 1989). We consider case study 
methodology appropriate for our investigation because our research questions concern complex 
intangible issues in the institutional field and thus require deeper analysis of participants’ authentic 
experiences over time.  
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3.1 Data Collection 
Two contrasting higher education organisations in the southwest U.S. were chosen for the study. The 
rationale for selecting these two organisations was largely based on their significant investment in 
technologies in general and their increasing endeavour to develop wireless campuses and relevant 
technologies in particular. The data collection process for each of these institutions involved two 
academic semesters in the U.S. (approximately seven months). Semi-structured interviews, which 
followed the same guideline and were digitally recorded, provided the primary data and participant 
observation and documentation such as organisational websites and magazines supplemented other 
data sources. As a result, thirty eight interviewees from the universities were reported in the study. 
The average recording times of interviews were 49 minutes. All interview records were transcribed 
and the transcription resulted in 370 single-spaced pages of data.  
3.2 Organisational Context 
The first participant organisation, Alpha, is a small private research university with a prestigious 
image and an innovative centralised IT department. Its wireless networks were first informally 
introduced by a group of engineering professors. The centralised IT department was actually forced to 
compete against this pioneer group. Recently, the central IT department has initiated a campus-wide 
network upgrade that sought to help better market the university. The second organisation, Beta, is a 
large public urban university with diverse student population and decentralised IT structure. Its first 
stage of wireless networks was led by a premier researcher. In Beta’s decentralised IT environment, 
various wireless networks implemented simultaneously by different colleges were not embraced by 
the central IT department. The situation would eventually lead to centralised collaboration that sought 
to develop and embody a complete but authenticated wireless campus in Beta.  
 
4 PRELIMINARY CASE ANALYSES 
Due to the page limit, the report only summarises preliminary understanding of how these 
organisations realise social values of wireless network and relevant technology. Further details will be 
provided in conference presentation.   
4.1 The Case of Alpha 
In Alpha, intangible social values of wireless networks could be realised in many areas such as 
supporting a centralised IT philosophy, validating IT department in students’ perceptions, and 
substantiating organisational status in recruiting students. 
4.1.1 Centralising IT Systems 
Alpha’s initiation of wireless networks was first an urgent reaction toward mushrooming, 
unauthorized access points from pioneering faculty members. As the pilot project was successfully 
accomplished, the central IT department subsequently reclaimed the authoritative control of wireless 
networks. The practice of pilot project thus established a foundation for future coordination, which led 
to the current network upgrade that reflected upon a centralised philosophy of network management.  
4.1.2 Validating IT Services 
For senior students who have witnessed the difference between pre- and post- implementation period, 
the improvement between periods was realised and the existence of wireless networks was thus 
appreciated. For freshmen students who entered the programme after the implementation, wireless 
networks did not particularly impress but just met their expectations. The legitimacy of Alpha as a 
higher education institution and of the IT department as a technology authority was thus sanctioned.  
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4.1.3 Substantiating Organisational Status  
The existence of wireless networks has also helped Alpha to meet the institutional expectation of 
wireless campus. Students often compare universities with fundamental capability which has included 
wireless networks recently. Without wireless capability, the organisation might be ‘looked down 
upon’ and considered incompetent.  
4.2 The Case of Beta 
Various social values of wireless networks in Beta could also be observed in many areas such as 
meeting institutional expectation, attracting prospective students, renovating academic culture, and 
centralising IT services.  
4.2.1 Meeting Institutional Expectation 
As more universities made attempt to develop wireless campus, Beta’s implementation of wireless 
networks provided underlying ceremonial values that helped the organisation meet such institutional 
expectation.    
4.2.2 Attracting Prospective Students  
As wireless networks rapidly penetrated society, the contemporary generation who grew up with 
wireless networks has inevitably taken wireless accessibility in the colleges for granted and the 
existence of wireless networks would definitely influence how they perceive the capability of a 
university.  
4.2.3 Renovating Academic Culture 
Internally, the existence of wireless networks has transformed the library into not just an academic but 
also a social centre. With the Internet accessibility via wireless networks across the library, students 
increasingly formed groups to discuss their projects. The traditional role of the library as the academic 
centre of universities has thus been renovated to an all-purpose campus centre.   
4.2.4 Centralising IT Services 
In Beta’s large environment, the inevitable interference created by many unofficial wireless networks 
with unknown standards in the beginning could generate potential network maintenance issues. Such 
issues legitimately enabled the central IT department to re-centralise its previous decentralised IT 
network structure.  
 
5 REFLECTIVE DISCUSSIONS 
Reflecting on the first research question, our inquiry illustrated various social values derived from 
wireless networks and relevant technologies. Those social values manifested themselves mostly in 
transforming an organisation’s image in various stakeholders’ perceptions internally and externally. 
Within the organisations, the central IT department evidently enjoyed greater recognition of its 
organisational members, largely students and non-central IT staff. Such enhanced recognition allowed 
Alpha’s IT department to centralise campus network environment and validate its services in students’ 
perception. It also similarly enabled Beta’s central IT department to integrate wireless networks 
across various college IT departments and renovated a new academic culture in the library that was 
more social and dynamic. Externally, these social values derived from wireless networks further 
shaped how the industry and customers perceived the organisations. In Alpha, organisational status 
was enhanced because prospective students recognised its IT capabilities. In Beta, similarly, 




With regard to the second research question, organisations seemed to experience social values that 
better helped transform its existing status or culture that was unique to its position in the institutional 
field. For instance, in Alpha, its concerns about mushrooming, unauthorised wireless networks on 
campus at a very early stage, which in turn quickly led to its centralised management of wireless 
network, could not be separated from its existing centralised IT system. In Beta, although wireless 
networks eventually enabled centralised IT services as well, the concern was largely driven by its 




Evidently, organisational implementation of wireless network and relevant technologies, as illustrated 
by these case analyses, often yields social values that might not easily surface let alone be quantified. 
From an IT investment standpoint, could a CIO (chief information officer) or CTO (chief technology 
officer) convince a CFO (chief finance officer) or CEO (chief executive officer) with such intangible 
values? Could social and ceremonial values provide sufficient justification for IT investment in 
general or wireless implementation in particular? These questions would lead an organisation’s IT 
management to reconsider their existing IT strategy and management. Many institutional forces and 
technology standard expected in the field would need to be taken into account so that greater social 
values could be realised and help an organization compete and survive in the long run.   
For researchers, the traditional economic view, as practical as it might sound, needs to be extended to 
the IT value literature. The social and institutional view allows intangible, non-quantifiable IT values 
to surface and even help justify IT investment and implementation. It will be thus interesting for 
future research to consider incorporating social and institutional perspectives into traditional 
economic assessment and further discover these intangible social and ceremonial IT values hidden 
behind economic benefits.  
 
7 CONCLUDING REMARKS 
Despite a relatively limited report presented here, our study has summarised that an alternative 
perspective of social values could help organisations better understand, evaluate, and even manage 
their IT investment in general and mobile technology in particular. As mobile technology continues to 
penetrate the global society and business world, IT managers and educators are forced to face several 
emerging issues that might change future IT leadership and policy making. In the higher education 
context, one potential issue is how to educate a millennium generation who multitasks constantly with 
wireless connections and social networking channels in the classrooms. For an organisation as a 
whole, the insights gained from our study suggests that an alternative perspective based on social 
values as opposed to traditional economics utilities might help organisations to better cope with these 
emerging issues. Beyond typical instrumental calculation of economics profits, organisations also 
need to carefully understand and capture intangible social values that might not easily surface but 
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